@l IERERE R 5

CHINA PUBLISHING & MEDIA JOURNAL

FRANKFURTER

BUCHMESSE INTERVIEW

Editor: Qu Jingfan
Email: 793616934 @qqg.com
Typesetter: Yao Zhiying

F08

Publishing in the Age of Al:
What Changes, What Stays
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BBy Xu Hai, Editor-in—Chief, Phoenix Publishing and Media Inc.

Al's impact on publishing is now a sector—wide preoccupation. Drawing on the digital transformation practices of Phoenix Publishing and
Media Inc.(PPM), as well as my hands—on experience, | would like to share some personal reflections from four perspectives.

The Tide of Technological Iteration Is Inevita-
ble

Looking back over more than 2,000 years of publish-
ing history, one fact stands out: technological progress
never pauses, no matter how strongly practitioners may
cling to the past. Plato himself once resisted writing and
publishing, yet publishing continued to flourish. In the
age of manuscripts, scribes who specialized in copying
canonical texts were eventually replaced by woodblock
printing. In China, woodblock printing endured for
more than a millennium before being superseded by
modern printing machinery with metal type, who were
still active as recently as the 1980s, have now all but van-
ished from history. With each transition, traditional prac-
titioners lamented the loss of the “warmth of handwrit-
ing” or the “orthodoxy of woodblock engraving”. How-
ever, the market has never been swayed by nostalgia.

Two decades ago, the media industry engaged in ex-
tensive debate over the disruptive impact of the internet
and smartphones. However, those discussions did little
to halt the decline of newspapers and television. Today,
our conversations about Al are undoubtedly necessary,
but we must remain clear-headed: the breadth and depth
of the transformation ahead will far exceed anything we
can fully anticipate today. Rather than agonizing over
whether “Al will replace publishing”, we should accept
a fundamental premise: technological iteration is an irre-
versible fact of history. The only viable path for publish-
ers is to proactively adapt to this reality and learn to har-
ness it.

Al's Impact Must Be Assessed by Category

Many discussions treat the publishing industry as a
single, undifferentiated entity. However, this approach
can easily lead to misjudgments. Based on my observa-
tions and experience, publishing should be divided into
at least four distinct categories: children's books, educa-
tional books, academic publishing, and trade publishing.
Accordingly, the impact of Al should be assessed sepa-
rately for each category.

Take children's books, for instance. The emotional
companionship, value guidance, and interactivity em-
bedded in content creation are difficult for Al to replace
in the short term. However, Al can provide support in ar-
eas such as illustration assistance and personalized rec-
ommendations.

In the case of educational publishing, Al tools may ef-
ficiently handle the delivery of standardized knowledge.
However, the systematic design of teaching and the emo-
tional connection between teachers and students must re-
main human- directed.

For academic publishing, Al demonstrates remark-
able efficiency in literature reviews, data analysis, and
draft generation. Yet the originality of ideas and the rig-
or of logical argumentation underpinning academic in-
novation still depend on human scholars.

Turning to trade publishing, Al can significantly en-
hance processes such as market trend analysis, topic
planning, and promotional copywriting. Nevertheless,
what ultimately determines a work's vitality is the au-
thor's unique life experience and distinctive aesthetic ex-
pression.

Clarifying the extent to which each category is affect-
ed by Al is a key prerequisite for formulating effective
response strategies. Broad generalizations such as “Al
will replace publishing” or “Al will empower publish-
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ing” are not empirically valid. Instead, measures must
be tailored to the specific characteristics and needs of
each segment.

Al in Practice: Opportunities and Emerging
Concerns

As a frequent user of Al tools myself, I am happy to
share my first-hand experience.

On the positive side, Al has significantly streamlined
my workflow. For a long time, I have recommended
books through short videos. However, it was difficult to
find assistants capable of matching my writing style and
logic. Then I started training my own Al model—contin-
uously feeding the Al system my stylistic preferences,
linguistic style, and key material from many books I
have read. Now, Al can produce book recommendation
copy that closely aligns with my style and automatically
generate book summaries. This has greatly improved
my efficiency, especially given my limited time and en-
ergy. It is a tangible benefit Al has brought to my work.

The drawbacks, however, are equally striking. Al has
given rise to two unprecedented challenges. First, sub-
missions have surged significantly. By drastically lower-
ing the barrier to content generation, Al has left editorial
departments inundated with large volumes of “high-vol-
ume submissions” every day. Second, and more trou-
bling, I can no longer reliably determine whether a sub-
mission is human-authored or Al-generated. Out of re-
spect for authors' professional competence and personal
integrity, I am reluctant to question the origin of their
work directly—as doing so could imply a suspicion of
their credibility. Turning to Al detection tools introduces
further complications: How can we guarantee the accu-
racy of such tools? Could they be biased toward content

Artificial Intelligence Exploration and Practice, published by Phoe-
nix Education Publishing House, is developed with university experts and
frontline teachers. It is part of a broader Al education solution that combines
print curriculums, a general education and experimentation platform, modular
hardware kits, Al labs, and teacher training. It covers all K-12 grades and pro-

motes project-based, interdisciplinary learning.

generated by similar models? Currently, the annotated
corpus available for training these tools is grossly insuf-
ficient. There is no satisfactory solution at the moment.
This is a common predicament that the industry must
confront together.

Reading Demand Is the Bedrock of the Indus-
try's Survival

No matter how extensively we debate technological
disruption or empowerment, discussions that fail to ad-
dress the underlying logic are ultimately superficial. I re-
main convinced that, when properly harnessed, Al and
publishing can achieve a genuine win-win outcome. How-
ever, the precondition for such synergy is the existence of
genuine reading demand among the public, together with
asustained appetite for purchasing publications.

If the general public lacks the habit of reading and buy-
ing books, then whether Al “disrupts” the publishing in-
dustry becomes largely irrelevant. This is the industry's
most profound concern, far outweighing the question of
industry restructuring. In recent years, the ubiquity of
short- video platforms has coincided with a widely ac-
knowledged decline in overall willingness to read in Chi-
na. However, we must also take an objective look at the
past: even before the rise of short videos and Al, the state
of public reading was far from encouraging. Therefore,
the decline in reading cannot be simplistically attributed
to new technologies. Its roots lie deeper, in long- stand-
ing cultural ecosystems and educational practices.

At its core, the underlying logic boils down to one
question: Do people actually need publications? If the
public continues to enjoy reading and sustains steady de-
mand, Al cannot shake the foundations of publishing. If,
however, people have already drifted away from books,
then even without Al, the publishing industry would
lose its reason for existence. Technology is a variable,
while demand for reading is the constant. By safeguard-
ing this constant, publishers can face change with confi-
dence.

Al will not alter the essence of publishing. However,
it will reshape how publishing is done. In the face of rap-
id technological change, publishers must return to the
fundamental premise that readers' demands remain con-
stant, while technology is the variable. Only by clearly
understanding the variable and firmly clinging to the
constant, can publishers find their place amid transfor-
mation and continue to fulfill the irreplaceable social
function of publishing.

About PPM

PPM is one of China's most influential publishing
and distribution groups. It has been listed in “The
Global 50 Publishing Ranking” consistently and
maintains a diverse portfolio including social sci—
ences, STM, education, children's books, fine arts,
literature, and audiovisual works.




